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ABSTRACT

Archeological testing at a site long known as Fort St.
Leon (16PL35), Louisiana, was carried out from August 15 to
October 15, 1981. The testing was based on models and
hypotheses derived from extensive research concerning the
history of the occupation of the site, and from research
into sites of the same time perioas.

Fort St. Leon was the name of a French fort, as well as
an American fort, each established at a section on the
Mississippi River below New Orleans known as English Turn.
The French fort was begun in 1749 but was abandoned by the
time of the administration of the Spanish governor, O'Reilly
in 1768. The American fort was begun in 1809 but was
abandoned about 1815-1817.

Studies were made of levee building, geomorphology, and '"a
comparisons of archival maps and aerial photographs, which

contributed to the understanding of both human activities
and geological processes at the site.

Twenty-two test trenches and ten test pits were dug.
Two test pits revealed firm evidence of the American fort,
but remains found of the French fort were negligible.
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INTRODUCTION

English Turn Bend, a large meander on the Mississippi
River, is 12 miles below New Orleans, and 78 river miles
from Head of Passes.* It was at this area of the river in
1699 that Jean-Baptiste LeMoyne de Bienville ordered a
British ship to turn back because the land belonged to the
French. It has been known since that time as English Turn,
"Detour des Anglais." The study area is a section of the
bend on the right descending or west bank of the Mississippi
River, which has long been known as the site of Fort St.
Leon (16PL35). The area extends along the batture from
English Turn Light upriver about 3000 feet. Loose sand
covers most of the surface except near the riverbank where
gray clay has been exposed by wave action. A thick growth
of deciduous trees and shrubs covered the surface before
clearing in preparation for testing. Along the riverbank,
some large willows are growing. About 100 feet or less from
the bank line, a bench has stopped a mass of debris composed
of large logs, boards, styrofoam, and plastic bottles among
other things. Remnants of the 1912-1913 levee bordering a
fragment of the 1941 borrow pit are present on the landside
of the area.

Several overall research goals emerged from a study of
the site and the historical background. The first goal is
the establishment of the location, site integrity, and
research potential of the colonial and the American
occupations, which must be ascertained before other goals
can be realized.

The second goal is to delineate the lifeways of the
occupants of the Fort and their interactions with the local
plantation owners.

The third goal is to document archeologically the
cultural changes that took place from one period to another.
The area presents a unique opportunity to study the remains
of three historical periods of differing culture--French,
Spanish, and Anglo-American. Not only can military changes
be studied, but also changes in economic patterns and ways
of adapting to the local environment.

A research design (Gilmore 1981), including models and
hypotheses to be tested, was prepared as preliminary to
archeological testing. Background research is essential as

*Head of Passes is the point where the Mississippi Rivertrifurcates before entering the Gulf of Mexico.
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a prerequisite to any archeological project, but it is
especially important for historical sites because excavation
can then be designed to maximize information to be gained in
a cost and time effective framework. Furthermore,
archeological information can be interpreted with positive
results. Consequently, the research design was generated
principally from the historical material and with
information from archeological sites of the same temporal
and cultural period. Testing strategy was based on the
models, and backhoe trenches were placed in areas with high
potential for encountering remains of the fort.

The models contained in the research design are
repeated in the section, The Models. They are refined with
the knowledge obtained from the testing program and from
additional documentary sources in the section, Refinement of -Models and Hypotheses.

Effectiveness of the testing program was diminished by
the persistence of groundwater in the excavations throughout
the field season. Not only did this create severe problems
for recovery of information from trench floors, it also
weakened profile stability. Moreover, the continuing
seepage hampered progress in the field and absorbed the time
of several crew members in efforts to combat it.

Nonetheless, the strategy was sound and produced
results in spite of the difficulties encountered. Use of
the backhoe proved to be an effective method to inspect the
project area in cross section. From this, a general
understanding of the depositional sequence and the
occurrence of cultural deposits was obtained quickly and
efficiently. This information in turn facilitated the ...
placement of controlled excavation units in areas of high

;.J potential.

A cultural zone was encountered, but because the
remains found were not definitive, the hypotheses as stated
in the Research Design can be neither rejected nor
validated. Testing, however, did weaken but did not allow
the total rejection of Hypothesis No. 2 which stated that
the remains of the French fort were near English Turn Light.

The first section of the report, The Project Area,
contains a description of the environment and previous
archeological work, and a section, The Levee System, which
relates the history of the levees in the project area. The
Historic Background not only contains information from the
Research Design (Gilmore 1981), but also additional
documentary data. The section on the Models is virtually

2
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the same as contained in the research design. Following
that is Archeological Testing of Models and Hypotheses,
which is a description of the test excavations and the
results. Refinement of the Models contains changes and
additions that resulted from the testing and from additional
documentary information,and refined hypotheses are posed.
The appendices contain a section on site significance and
value and a plan for mitigation, artifact descriptions and
tables, and individually authored articles bearing on the
body of the report.

.
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THE PROJECT AREA

Environment

The project area is situated on the right descending
bank of the Mississippi River, approximately 78 miles
upstream from Head of Passes. A humid, subtropical climate
prevails throughout southern Louisiana, especially in the
coastal region. The normal mean annual temperature, as
measured at the nearby New Orleans Weather Bureau City
Station, is 70.4 degrees Fahrenheit. The mean temperature
for January, during the period 1951 - 1960, was 56.0 degrees
Fahrenheit, whereas the mean temperature for July during
that same period was 83.4 degrees Fahrenheit (US Department
of Commerce 1964).

Precipitation gauged at the Naval Ammunition Depot (now

the Tulane Hebert Research Center) during the period 1951 -

1960, averaged 61.90 inches annually. The mean number of
days with precipitation > .10 inch was 76, and days with >
.50 inch numbered 37. Snowfall is extremely rare in the
project area (Baldwin 1973).

The project area, by virtue of its proximity to the
Gulf of Mexico, is occasionally subject to hurricanes and
other tropical storms during the summer and fall. These

storms vary greatly, but generally they are accompanied by
high winds and may render 10 or more inches of rain in 48 to
72 hours (Saucier 1963:6).

A comprehensive soil survey of Plaquemines Parish,
Louisiana, is not yet available. However, the soils of the
project area can be said to consist of clays and sandy
alluvial deposits. These are a product of the shifting

-C deltaic system of the Mississippi River. The west bank at
English Turn represents a natural levee of the river, and

the project area itself lies a short distance north of an
abandoned distributary channel. The opposite bank is an
aggrading point bar (Appendix B). As surveyed in 1951, the
river is approximately 150 feet deep and nearly 2,500 feet
wide at the bend south of the project area (Kolb 1962: Plate
7, Section X).

The project area is covered by a willow forest, typical
* of early successional stages on the Mississippi River

batture. A dense growth of large willows runs adjacent to
the levee toe. Saplings and immature willows, however, are
predominant along the first terrace. These would indicate
fairly recent disturbance or substantial inundation. A few
larger willow trees occur at the water's edge. Cores from

ISBNK
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some of the larger willows indicate they are less than 30
years old. Table 1 lists vegetation recorded' on a
south/north transect from the river to the levee.I7

Numerous cypress stumps also are found at the
shoreline. Cypress trees, unlike willows, are typical of

*8 climax forests on the floodplain and require prolonged

absence from the vagaries of a river system. Thus, the
presence of stumps from mature cypress trees are good

* evidence of river encroachment.

Because of its location at English Turn, the project
area is subject to a number of dynamic forces. Since the
earliest occupation of the site, these forces of change have
been of two sorts - natural and cultural. Furthermore, the
interplay of human activities and natural processes have
had, and will continue to have, an impact on the
archeological integrity of Fort St. Leon.

The two most significant natural forces at work are
lateral erosion and flooding. To a lesser extent, hurricane
activities in this coastal region also have had an effect on
the project area. These cataclysmic events, however, are
brief and rare, whereas the hydrologic processes of the
Mississippi River are long-term and regular.

The west bank, or right bank descending of English Turn
is a cutbank along the project area shoreline. Thus,
gradual westward movement of the river meander through
current scour could have intruded upon the position of Fort
St. Leon although it is unclear precisely how much lateral
migration of the river bend has occurred since the site was
occupied. It is estimated that the loss has been about
60-75 m (Appendix B). In view of the fact that maps of both
forts show each located near the bank line, it is possible
that bank recession has done some damage to the
archeological context in that area.

A less dramatic, but increasingly significant cause of
foreshore erosion is wave action. Most of the bank damage
is produced by water craft wakes, rather than wind-generated
waves. Such erosion is generally superficial, although it
has become progressively worse as the volume and speed of
river traffic has increased. Furthermore, when combined
with the action of current scour, as at English Turn, the
effects of foreshore erosion are magnified greatly (Shen
1971: 19-25, 19-26). -

The most radical impacts to the geomorphology of the
project area have derived from seasonal floodings of the

6.
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